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UM'S MONTANA WRITING PROJECT:
TEACHERS TRAINING TEACHERS
By Janet Nix and Carol Susan Woodruff
UM News and Publications
Every summer, educators from across the state gather at the
University of Montana to attend the Montana Writing Project.
During this four-week program, they immerse themselves in a
rigorous schedule of writing and rewriting, preparing writing
workshops, and studying current research in writing instruction.
They do all this for one simple reason:

They know i t ’s

essential for all educators to be effective writing teachers, and
to be a good writing instructor, a person should be able to write
well himself.
"Some teachers have lost touch with the writing process,"
says Beverly Chin, a UM associate professor of English and
codirector of the MWP.

"By becoming writers in the MWP, they re-

see the difficulties of writing.

This rediscovery helps them do

a better job of teaching their students to write."
Established in 1978 by UM English Professors Bob Hausmann
and Dick Adler, who codirects the MWP, the project yearly accepts
about 20 participants.

Representing a variety of disciplines,

they include elementary, secondary and college teachers as well
as school administrators.
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Project participants work in groups and teach one another
what works in the classroom, as well as reading and discussing
current research on writing instruction.

"We believe the best

people to train teachers are their own colleagues," Chin says.
"When teachers share their ideas with other teachers, everybody
involved gains new insights into how writing instruction can be
improved."
The participants learn the stages of the writing process and
practice them each morning.

Using microcomputers, which greatly

simplify rewriting, they produce four papers:

a personal writing

project, a critique of a teaching method, an outline for a
writing workshop, and an essay to be submitted for publication.
Editing one another's writing is a major learning tool in
the MWP, and Chin says the participants respond positively to
criticism from their peers.

"Being together for four weeks and

working with one another's writing quickly builds trust and
camaraderie."
The major afternoon activity in the MWP is helping polish
one another's writing workshop.

Each workshop focuses on a

teaching method appropriate for students in specific subjects.
Examples of topics are helping students edit their own writing
and designing assignments that motivate students to write.
To gain experience in leading workshops, the educators give
their presentations to their fellow project participants.
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the year after they graduate from the MWP, they must present two
workshops to teachers in their school districts.

Many graduates

are also frequent presenters at professional conferences,

Chin

says.
She explains that the strength of the inservice workshops
led by MWP graduates is that they promote better writing
instruction in all subjects and at all grade levels.
According to Chin, every year 80-90 percent of MWP
participants'

papers are accepted for publication,

them win awards.

For example, Lynn Vanderberg,

and some of

an English

teacher at St. Ignatius High School, won the National Council of
Teachers of English "English Journal" Award for the best article
of 1985.

Her subject was "Teaching Poetry on the Reservation."

Chin says many MWP graduates go on to become curriculum
leaders and regular workshop presenters.

Others pursue graduate

(jggrees, continue to write for publications or become more active
in professional associations.
Jan Dunbar, an English Teacher at West Yellowstone High

School, created an advanced placement English course at her
school.

Debra Mensik,

the principal of Thompson Falls Elementary

School, developed a program in which writing samples are taken
from each student to help the school develop its writing
curriculum.

Rick Unruh, an English teacher at Frenchtown High

School, has created a schoolwide writing program in which
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students use microcomputers.
Three other MWP graduates won the Teacher of the Year Award
sponsored by the Montana Association of Teachers of English and
Language Arts.

They are Margaret Grant, a third-grade teacher at

Missoula's Lewis and Clark Elementary School; Ruth Culham, an
English teacher at Meadow Hill Middle School in Missoula; and
Mary Fagenstrom, an English teacher at Great Falls High School.
The MWP does more than help people become writers and better
teachers of writing.

By the end of the project, Dunbar says,

"teachers feel good about teaching and are proud to be teachers."
Rick Unruh, an English teacher at Frenchtown High School, adds
that "teachers gain greater respect for all teachers in
kindergarten through 12th grade and in all content areas."
Dunbar and Rapp-Svrcek, a Thompson Falls Elementary School
teacher, say the project boosted their self-confidence, allowing
them to rely less on workbooks and more on their judgment of what
their students are ready to tackle.
The enthusiasm teachers gain through the MWP has a positive
effect on students, too.

"This enthusiasm carries over into the

classroom, where students become excited about their writing and
discover the power of writing," Chin says.
Former participants tell Chin that having become a student
again in MWP has given them greater empathy for their students.
These teachers say they've become more patient, give more
meaningful assignments than they did before, and allow students
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more time to write and rewrite.

The result, they tell her, is

that their students are becoming better writers.
Recruitment for the 1987 MWP is in full swing.

Chin has

sent out promotional materials to school districts throughout the
state.

Teachers may contact her or their administrators for

application forms, which are due March 15.
The cost of attending the program is $750, which usually is
paid by the school district sponsoring a participant.
For more information, contact Beverly Chin, director,
Montana Writing Project, Department of English, University of
Montana, Missoula, Mont.

59812;

(406) 243-5231.
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